Sputum examination for the diagnosis of Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia in the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome.
The diagnostic utility of sputum examination in patients with Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia secondary to the acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) has so far not been determined. Sputum was induced in 43 patients with AIDS or suspected AIDS just prior to fiberoptic bronchoscopy, scheduled because of an unexplained pulmonary infiltrate on a chest radiograph. Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia was diagnosed by sputum examination and/or by a bronchoscopic procedure in 20 patients. Of these, sputum samples were positive for Pneumocystis organisms in 11 (55%) of 20 patients tested, bronchial washings were positive in 11 (79%) of 14 patients tested, brush biopsies were positive in 9 (53%) of 17 patients tested, and transbronchial lung biopsies were positive in 18 (90%) of 20 patients tested. The presence of P. carinii cysts in sputum did not correlate with the presence of alveolar macrophages in sputum nor with the volume of sputum. Sputum examination for P. carinii organisms, employed as a first diagnostic step in patients with AIDS with pulmonary infiltrates, may frequently obviate the need for bronchoscopy.